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Abstract 
The capability approach developed by the Nobel Prize Amartya Sen have influenced the theoretical approaches of the studies of 
well-being and quality of life in a multidimensional key focusing on people’s freedom. As Sen points out that approach measures 
the individual advantage in the reason of the capability that the person has to do those things which assign a value. In fact, the 
advantage of an individual in terms of opportunities is considered lower than that of another one if that individual has lower 
capacities – i.e. lower effective opportunities - to realize what he attributes a value. The focus is than on the effective freedom of 
people to do or to be what he believes is worthwhile to do or to be (Sen A., 1999). 
Therefore, Sen proposes an idea of well-being as "what the individual can do or can be" (set of being and doing), in relation to 
the ability of people to transform the means and the resources available in results, achievements and goals. A proposal that aims 
to overcome the concept of material well-being, limited to the unique availability of resources. 
Furthermore, the capability approach allows a rereading of the issue of the quality of life associated with the condition of social 
segregation in urban areas, namely degradation of the peripheral neighbourhoods of the city. The urban environment, being a 
factor capable of affecting the ability to act of people, for the presence/absence of social structures in the broadest possible sense, 
can be evaluated for the opportunities given to individuals to convert their resources into daily life functioning. 
The capabilities of people can become, therefore, a measure of the quality of urban environment, depending on the wealth of the 
conversion factors of the resources into the set of capability. The different multidimensional perspective, introduced by the 
capability approach, can decisively influence the policy choices. The development of the smart cities strategies and, more 
generally, the "integrated" territorial policies should propose, then, as an expansion of the devices of people capabilities, in urban 
areas, which could become potentially segregating and narrowing the field of opportunities to convert resources into functioning. 
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1. The development as freedom and a different base information  
 
The importance of the "education of the human capacity" represent for Sen the crucial element of his general 
theory which considers the development as the process of expanding people’s freedom. The concept of 
"development as freedom" leads to a shift of the paradigm that has wide implications in terms of the evaluation of 
the processes, of descriptive and predictive analysis of policies and practices to be taken. 
The capability approach requires the ability to expand and change the informative focus, to calculate and 
compare the set of individual advantages, even before proposing specific formulas on how such information should 
be used to define economic and social policies. This setting allows to transform the individual benefits in terms of 
opportunities for people avoiding the means necessary to a satisfactory human life that does not coincide with the 
goals of a good life. 
Focusing the attention on the capabilities allows to guide decisions that should be taken and to conduct the 
analysis of the policies on correct information. In fact, for Sen the evaluation of the society and of their institutions 
may be affected by the type of information on which leverages the capabilities approach. This perspective represents 
the dimension in which it can produce its greatest contribution (Alkire S., 2005). Following this theoretical approach 
Sen sustains that it is an error to put too much emphasis on the means, rather than on the opportunities to realize 
predetermined goals and on the necessary freedom to do so. The use of a specific package of goods or a given level 
of income, for example, depends on crucial manner on several contingent factors, both personal and social, which 
can prevent the transformation of these resources in an effective well-being or improvement of the quality of 
person’s life. However, these difficulties can be overcame if the focus is shifted on the actual ability the person has 
to do those things which assigns a value. 
The capabilities approach focuses on human life and not on abstract utility items - such as income or goods to 
which an individual possesses - that often, especially in the economic analysis, are considered the main criterion for 
assessing the human success. 
The real possibility of converting the main assets (income and other tools of general use) into the ability to 
promote own aims, becomes in the capability approach of crucial importance and also one of the major points of 
criticism to traditional theories. 
 
2. The practical aspects of the capability approach 
 
Sen sustains, because it can be reductive, to do not limit the attention only to the amount of resources available to 
the individual or to an entire community, as traditionally happens in the mainstream economic theory. In fact, the 
factors that determine the processing of goods in actual well-being do not always depend on the resources available 
to a person. 
The perspective introduced by Sen and in particular the centrality of capacity of agency, pushes to reflect on the 
dynamics of deprivation and impoverishment and related social protection needs, with emphasis on empowerment 
processes, such as to move the object of the attention of needs (job, home or care, for example) to the real person's 
ability to act that object (D’Emilione et al., 2011). 
This perspective can decisively influence the policy choices. In fact, the attention focused on the object of needs 
directs the government interventions to structure useful services to the acquisition of a minimum availability of 
given items: work experience grant and financial assistance for the work; lodging assistance for the house; 
residential services for the care giving; day centres for the sociability, etc. However, if the attention is paid to the 
conscious use of the objective of needs, then the same services would be oriented "to the development of capacity to 
live, to learn, to work, to build social ties, to have care of or to take care of encouraging the real acquisition of 
capabilities". 
The conversion from the object to the action re-orient the policies towards the improvement of the degree of 
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positive freedom available to people, as actual ability to live the life which they attribute value. 
 
3. The measurement methods and a possible working tool: the ICF 
 
The capability approach is not in contrast to the standard vision based on the metric of income, but it incorporates 
it. It does not deny the importance of material resources to measure the well-being, but it considers restrictive to 
concentrate only on these items (Chiappero Martinetti, 2011). 
For this reason, the merits of the perspective of the capability approach, in the analysis and evaluation of public 
policy choices, appear obvious to those typology of approaches that only privilege the income variables. 
This re-focusing of attention to which should address the policy interventions, which for Sen assumes a 
substantial nature, it may be also strategic because it can avoid the misuse of incentives based only on financial 
resources. 
The transition from a simple informative basis as that of the income space, to a more complex and articulated as 
that of functioning and capability of the person does not preclude the use of methods and techniques of evaluation. 
These indications suggest to consider as a useful working tool the International Classification of Functioning of 
the Disability and Health (ICF) drawn up by the World Health Organization (WHO), characterized precisely by the 
centrality of the person linked to its functioning. 
The ICF provides both a unified and standard language and a conceptual reference model for the description of 
health - understood as “Health is a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the 
absence of disease or infirmity" - and of states associated with it (ICF, WHO 2001) in order to improve the 
communication between professionals, researchers, planners, public administrators and population, including people 
with disabilities. The ICF language is neutral with respect to aetiology, emphasizing the "function" than the "type of 
disease". This tool has been specifically designed to be used at international and intercultural level, with very 
different goals. Regional policies for the inclusion of people with disabilities are tracked by criteria adopted by ICF, 
taking into account the functioning of the person in the environment (family, social, economic, occupational). 
According to the WHO, this instrument radically reformulate the concepts of health and disability. In fact, while 
the traditional indicators are based on the "negativity", as the mortality rates, the ICF puts the spotlight on the 
"positivity", on the life and the way people live - even with their pathologies - and improve their living conditions 
and able to have a productive and enriching life. This different focus results in diverse consequences on the practice 
of the operators, on the law and social policy, improving the treatment and the access to care and protection of the 
rights of individuals and groups. In particular, in the context of the ICF, the domains for the component "activities 
and participation" and those relating to compose "environmental factors" can provide useful indications to determine 
a pattern for identifying the size to be investigated and possible indicators to use in a research. 
The ICF can be a useful method to build advanced systems of evaluation of the results achieved in the integrated 
care of people from the public services. These evaluation systems need to organize the collection of specific 
information on the person and on the personalized project of interventions, allowing comparisons over time. 
Among countries, Italy records the most advanced experiences in the field of the care of people with disabilities 
that have permitted to experiment on a regional scale the production and collection of longitudinal multi axial 
integrated assessments of each person followed by the integrated socio sanitary system. Such systems have enabled 
to collect a series of natural language information and to record them in a coded, opening for each person a 
biopsychosocial and electronic dossier, also usable by operators not confident with the use of ICF formats. The 
centrality of the persone in these systems has facilitated the definition of the operating profile and of personalized 
projects, setting the stage for a re-thinking of the cost components, conceived rather as investments in health. In fact, 
the evaluation produced feed a flow of information on the person and on the results achieved by the measures 
utilized, which have identified the individual as a "cost centre" of a renewed personalized care system. 
 
4. The social segregation in the urban area as a deficit of capability 
 
Following the logical framework proposed in the previous sections, the capability approach can also allow a 
reinterpretation of the issues concerning the quality of life associated with the social segregation condition in urban 
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area (Massey et al., 2005) or of the deterioration of the suburbs of the cities, redirecting the actors' initiatives inside 
them. The city, in fact, using the conceptual categories introduced by Sen, could be regarded as the set of 
functioning involving different persons, inhabitants of the urban environment. People use the tangible and intangible 
facilities offered by the latter, combined with the personal resources in the most beneficial ways to meet their 
aspirations and needs. The city, in this perspective, can be interpreted as "a real system of functioning” in which the 
meaning and the form of its material equipment, physical spaces, buildings and infrastructure, is not an independent 
variable, but a variable that may depend on several factors: by their conversion within certain functioning and their 
combination with other resources, from their contextual use within different functioning" (Cottino P., 2006). 
Therefore, citizens’ capability can be used as a measure of urban quality. In fact, urban environment, for the 
variety of resources it offers, can be considered in itself a factor capable of influencing positively the capability, may 
or may not have those social structures, in the broadest possible sense, which are conversion factors of resources in 
sets of capability. Urban quality, from Sen’s perspective, can not be assessed in absolute terms, independently of its 
users and by those that are their capabilities: real freedom to act and ambitions to pursue. 
 
5. The smart city increasing the capability 
 
The concept of capability approach applied to urban environment appears crucially important in relation to the 
emergence, in pervasive way, of the concept of smart city in the recent political agenda. 
A smart city is a city in which the traditional networks and services are made more efficient by the use of digital 
technologies and telecommunications for the benefit of its residents and enterprises. An urban environment where 
data processing techniques are used as a tool to solve problems that characterize it and support its development in 
social, economic and environmental terms. 
The concept of smart city, while retaining the original footprint of the infrastructure (ICT) for the information 
and communication, it is open to a holistic approach, introducing among the indicators of the main classifications of 
the European city, six main aspects: economy, people, government (the administration), mobility, the environment 
and quality of life. This expansion was determined from the literature that in an interdisciplinary optics and thanks 
to many studies, allowed to associate with the term smart city different fields of activity: smart economy 
(competitiveness); smart people (social and human capital); smart governance (participation); smart mobility 
(mobility and ICT); smart environment (natural resources); and smart living (quality of life). 
Some scholars have pointed out the lack of studies, which proposed a careful analysis and comparisons between 
the initiatives of the various cities (Kitchin R., 2014), considering the differences that may emerge between urban 
contexts of geographic and demographic areas different and characterized by conspicuous differences. It complains 
a low level of knowledge on the issue and greatly confused, especially on the fundamental steps and the critical 
factors to consider in developing strategies to enable cities to start and correctly handle the transition to the smart 
city model (Mora L., 2015). 
In addressing problems of urban areas, even on the national scene, the design platform of smart city and 
communities, is considered a useful set of inclusion models, composed by rules of engagement between public and 
private system for the innovation in the public administration and for the simplification and the transparency and 
regulation in procurement procedures. Urban areas are one of the local priorities identified by the “Partnership 
Agreement for 2014-2020” concerning the use of European Structural and Investment Funds. In fact, the agreement 
focus the attention on the problems related to the design of interventions by the urban authorities: smart cities are 
seen as one of the drivers to connect with each other and able to generate social inclusion – already to be adequately 
considered in the phases of co-design. 
The smart city has become the culmination of a ten year path, which united the overwhelming growth of ICT 
technologies with an idea of development, which is currently found, for example, in the Green economy his priority 
reference. The meeting point of these trails is the model of a society in which the cities are smart and propulsive 
knots but the goal is the sustainable development pursued through a number of policies and strategies set up for a 
transition from a highly dissipative system in terms of natural resources to a different system. A system much more 
dynamic, efficient, circular, full of knowledge and new articulations, able to pursue the development and welfare of 
the citizens in a new smart sense beyond consumption, beyond the GDP, investing in capability and social 
888   Mauro Baldascino and Michele Mosca /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  223 ( 2016 )  884 – 889 
 
relationships. Cities are seen as ecosystems dominated by person, in which the first urban strategic innovation axis 
concerns the development and the scientific, economic and social instrument that supports it. 
The reflections proposed so far, appear particularly interesting if connected to the development strategies of the 
smart city model. The approach proposed by Sen allows to focus on the overall objective "the real freedoms enjoyed 
by humans", rather than the "special means or on a range of specific tools"  to be used to achieve them (Federico T., 
2013). What is the idea of development inside the smart city strategies? What are the ultimate goals of a city 
government, where information technology is used as a tool to solve problems that characterize it? In this context, it 
is particularly crucial to connect the idea of development of urban contexts, promoted by smart city, with the general 
theory of Sen. Urban environments become territorial contexts particularly propitious for smart strategies for the 
growth, understood as a "process of expanding the real freedoms enjoyed by humans". The capabilities approach can 
be the driver that leads the process of development of urban areas, in terms of actual opportunities, given to an 
individual capacity, to realize what he attributes a value; and at the same time it is a measure of its effectiveness, 
"because of the ability of the person doing those things to which, for one reason or another, he assigns a value". 
The design of the platform strategies of smart city and communities should be centred on the effective freedom of 
people to do or to be what they give value. The challenges of the smart city consist in eliminating the various types 
of "unfreedom" still present in urban environments, including hunger and poverty, intolerance and repression, 
illiteracy, lack of health care and environmental protection, freedom of expression, which limit or deny the 
individual the opportunity and the ability to act and to build the life they prefer. All challenges still open in many 
western cities to a large portions of their population. 
 
6. Conclusions 
 
The analysis of the crucial elements of the capability approach reveals a paradigm that configures an alternative 
way of conceptualizing human behaviour than traditional theories. 
The ideas, concepts and methodological guidance of the capability approach provide suggestive indications to 
expand the information base necessary to the study of socio-economic processes and to adopt public policy choices 
for urban development. 
The economic and social analysis is thus enriched by the invitation to overcome the narrow information base of 
the income space, toward a broader, multi-dimensional perspective, able to take into account the skills and the 
fundamental and elementary operations of persons that incorporates also a subjective evaluation from the 
individuals. 
In the definition of territorial public policies, the central role of the agency of people gives emphasis to the 
processes of capability and pushes the policy choices to shift the focus from the object of need (education, work, 
home or care) to the real person's ability to act that object. The conversion from the object to the action redirect the 
policies in the direction of improving the degree of positive freedom available to people, as effective capacity of 
choice of life to which he attributes a value. 
Therefore, economic and social policies must be inspired by those factors that determine the real processing of 
goods in effective being. In this perspective, the tool to combat social segregation, poverty and social exclusion can 
become more effective if they are able to promote the agency of the person acting on the capability necessary to the 
conscious use of the object of need, through interventions and integrated services oriented to develop the ability to 
learn, to work, to live, to build social ties, to have care/take care of; favouring contexts useful to acquire the 
capabilities, rather than the provision of resources to individuals, conceived as passive recipients of interventions, 
most often devoid of real opportunities to transform these resources into real functioning. 
The capabilities approach allows also to reread the issues of the quality of life associated with the condition of 
social segregation in urban areas, namely degradation of the peripheral neighbourhoods of the city. The urban 
environment, being a factor capable of affecting the ability to act of people, for the presence/absence of social 
structures in the broadest possible sense, can be evaluated for the opportunities provided to the inhabitants to convert 
their resources into daily life functioning. 
Therefore, the capability of people can become, a measure of the quality of urban environment, depending on the 
wealth of resources factors’ conversion into the set of capability. The different multidimensional perspectives, 
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introducing by the capability approach, can decisively influence the policy choices. The development of the smart 
cities strategies and, more generally, the "integrated" territorial policies should propose, then, as an expansion of the 
devices of people capabilities, in urban areas, which could become potentially segregating and narrowing the field of 
opportunities to convert resources into functioning. 
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